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' This study attempted to provide soae initialj^^ 
normative data to help prof ess^-onals and researchers, to distinguish 
between playful and stiaulatiifg suicidal fantasies" as opposed to 
sex^ious and compulsive thoughts* and behaviours chsu: act erized by 
negative, affects. It is argufed ,that. the .former is a natural 
consequence of cognitive development, ^he entry into formal 
operational thought, "trhich results in tKe extension from reility, ^into 
the world of poss;Lbility-which begins during the per^d of , - 

,adalescerise. However, when the precipitating mood' and* consequent 
affects become negatively coloured, perhaps in part, due to 
' mis>i\ider standing the "normalness^ of such thoughts as well as^ the 
\bsencB of feedback from significant others, then pathology is lilcely 
■indicated. When we ca.n mak< this distinction ^and monitor such; shifts,^ 
. that is, f roti spontaneous coribsity ai^d excitement to obsessive ' , 
thoughts -and depression, jfe* shall havje taken a large step "forward ■ in / 
predi^cting ^jjiftfidal attempts and remediating-them. (Author) # 
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The^ suicide* rate for older adolescents has nearly txipled in the last Jpwo 

■ v" • '■" ' • ■ - 

decades, and suicide ranks 'as the fourth or fifth leading cause o.f death for this 
age group* Among college students, we find that suicide is the second leading''^- 
cause of^ death, topped only by accidental death. These figutes are, at best, . 
consetvative , since many completed suicides either ^o undetected, as in single- 
car accidents, or unretStorted for a variety of emotional and financial reasons. 

Most researchers iiS^uicide have used retrospective techniques in attemptijag 
to upderstaud and perhaps predict subsequent attempts and completions; they 
have focused , largely on vthe immediate precipitating factors such as family crises, 
and longlfer-tenn predispositions. However, there is relatively little research 
dealing with the, intellectua^l processes and the associated feedings . about suicide 

... ft ' ' 

in nonsuicidal pot)ulations. We hee<?^to know how the average person thinks and 
•feels- about his* or her owi^uicidal. fantasies in order to provide a more accurate 
ba^is of comparison with suicidal .populations. And when "tjftis basis is known, we 
may then begiji to* develop ptedictive and remedial ^^^a^gies before the person 



\ 



develops intellectual and 'emotional, distur^al^^^^^^^ suicide, -To'' 

illustrate, it has been estimated ttiat over §0% of adults have played with 

, • t ' * * o ' -X f \ ' ' ' * . 

uicidal ^^hoTughts or fantasies. But we do^,hot know which thoughts are, conunpn, , ^ 

JiowNfrequently fhey octiur, nor the moods .preceding' andt\following tlhdk. Hd^ever^ 

becauseSof rhe Cultural .stereotypes ajjput mental illness^ people may ^respond to 

these "normal" thoughts aynd become- ^uj^lty, ashamed artd embarrassed - which may then 

lead them' ^ntoMepress ion and perhaps' eventually suicide,.^ ^ Thus, suicidal attempts 

may, in paft,*^ ba a\f unctloji'^j?x how society makes a^ person feel ab*5ut their own 

kEjic- :^ V •. .^'-i! . ■ 4'.." •■• 
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curious and "nornial" suicidal thoughts.* However, when we know the dimensions of 
such normative fantasies, we shall be better prepared tp eliminate .this factor 
from the etiology of suicide • * • , 

The purpose of this study was to assess the kinds and frequency of (suicidal . 
thoughts in a random sample of idb "nf^al" cpllege students not currently bel 
treated for depression pr at;tempting 'suicide; isix of these, it^was later discoveised, 
ha'd attempted suicide at an earlier time. The positive; and negative affects prior 
and subsequent" to having suicidal thoughts were also assessed. 

An inventory was distributed to students in under gra.duate classes by a psycho- 
logist and students were told participation was optional. The inventory contained 
a list of 13 suicidal thoughts collected from case histories and pilot work; for i(' 

exacmple, "Thinking about how Jiaking a handful of aspirins would feel," "Thinking 

/ ' ' , 

about who would miss me if I were to die." jSpace.i/^is also provided for participant's*' 

to '(describe suicidal fantasies not listed. 'After reading the list, participants 

marked the frequency of such thoughts' by checking, "Never, Once or Twice, A Few • 

Times, or Often" for each different thought. Participants also checked the^ domi-- 

' nant feeling prior and subsequent to having, each kind of .thought that they ha4 

previously checked. \ They were asked -to indicate whether they had positive affects 

of either being "intellectually stimulated" or "relieved/relaxed, or the negative 

affects of "anxious" or *fashamed/guilty ." After participation, a thorough debrief-^ 

ing followed. ^ . . * *^ . \ 

■J * - ' , ' 

Ninety-nine percent of '.the participants admitted to haviffg^ had at least on.© 

suicidal thought, with the average number being six of^a possible 14. We- foun<}, 

for example^ the three most popular suicidal thought's, those ^with over 8^% admitting*, 

to them, being "Thinking about who ^would miss me if I were to iiie,'V "Standing* ofr" a 

■» 

bridge and feeling ^pulled .down,*" and "Wondering what it would f^el lik^ to , 
'play chicken* -while driving*." On the othe^r hand, sptne, of the least qommon fantasies 
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were '""Jhinfeiug about how-to make a suicide look like a murder/* "Thinking about 
how it: would feel to play !Russian Roulette," and "Wondering 'how it would feel .to 
be hung." \ ^ , 

When we examined the affects associated with the^e thoughts, we found that 40% 
of the popular fantasies had predominantly positive affects. Foryaxample, "Think- 
ing about what youM put in a suicide note" was mentioned* as intellectiially ^timu- 
lating, \s(hile "Thinking about x^o would miss you" was claimed ^to result in feelings 

of "relief." Alternatively; 60%»^f thfe popular fantasies were .characterized by 
* • 

negative affects; for example, "Standing on a bridge and feeling 'pulled down*" . ^ 

resulted in high levels of anxiety, while "Wondering what -it would feel like to 

'play chicken* while driving a car"\resulted in feelings of shame. ^ , * 

We also attempted to assess the relationship between just toying with the idjea 
and carrying out a first behavioural step ^hile fantasizing . For example, would, those 
students who -wonder '*How it would feel td take X. handful of •aspirins, " also liljiely 
be those who might hold a bottle of aspirins while\oying with the Idea?; •ox those 
who "Wonder how it would feel to be hung,"' be those who ^tually construct a noose? , \ 



We also assessed how th^y felt after taking that first behavioural step while fanta- 
sizing. A significant posit^ive correlation (.63, £< .OQl) was tbimd; th^t is^ 




the^more students fantasized about suicide, the more-li}cely they were co take a 
first step. An5 separately examining the six students who had previously a^^^pted ' 
licide, we €ound the ^correlation wich higher, ISI^ , !• ^ ^ . . X 

\^ ^ ^ . * ^ ^ * - y • ^ ^ - * • ^ * 

* \ The anagnitude of the§e relationships must be understood within the cont^f of 
the .emotions accompanying these first stepfe. About half df the instances ih which 

' such-^behavioural steps were taken Were characterized by. positive affects ; -J:hat is, 
many students per formed- a- first -step for excite^nt* and ^i:ntellectkal curiosity; , 
others .felt relieved that they hs^dn^t progressed to more, serious behaviours.'. On , 

' tl^othe^r hand, .the remaining instances of.jElrst steps resulted irf^eelin^s^of " 




anxiety, guilt or^^ame, presumably since they had been so bold as to take a first 

Step* It was also, foun^ that the more' situations in^hich firsts behavioural steps" 

• * ' X .X ' ' ' ' * • 

were taken', the m^ote af j^ects^. l?oth positive and negative, were generated — these 



correlations all being- highly sighificant (p < -.001) and around .5,0. This finding* 

sjlggests that part of the motivation for^a first step is emotionkl arou^l and 

A ' . ^ * ' \ ' . ' ' ' ^ " 

excftement — and t^hese are st>pdents who are npt attempters. When we looked at the 

.few attempters separately, their affects'. weSre cpnsistently' negative; that is, feel-.. 

ings of curiousity andj^e^ef were.rai^e. Therefore^ it appears -that the affect* 

associated' with taking a first sf ep .may be more discriminating in terms of att;emp- • 

ters and- nonattem|)ters than the kin^s .►or frequency ^f' puicidal fantasies. 'One - 

implication is that when feelings of excitements and relief are no- longer "associated 
* '. * . - ' ' • • » ' • « ^ 

with, such fantasies and first steps, and ifhe affects are 'predomi^jL^utLy negative 

(and perhaps sobsessive) pathology may be indicated.- , . • ' 

* ' • . • , .' ♦ . 

Information was also obtained cpncerning* the mood which precipitated the 

first steps while fantasizing suitiidal themes;, namely, whethe"r they 'were sad or^ 
* * '•*/'•*• * . „ • • * 

' ^ ' " " ^ ^ ' ' ' , «. * * 

depressed. We'^compared the 'correlations^ betweeil depressed^ moods -and first steps^ 

for attempters and nonattempters separately^ and found the mOod of attempters .was 

^ consistently depressed (.97); for*jionattempters, depr,ession was*^ss cqnsistently * . 

' a'ssociated with/fixst ^p lay fu]*- steps, (the correlation being-. 64). ' . 'if 

This studx^t?tempted to provide' some initial nopuativ^ data to help pro^efi- ' 

sionaXs 'ao4*^^^earchers to "distinguish between playful and stimulating sui'cidal 

. fian^ri&ie§ as (ippos«4 to serious 'and compulsive thoughts and behaviours" characterized 

y,^y nejgative /affects. *Ifls argued that* the former- i^ a natural consequence of cog-, 

\-^ '^^ nltive. development , the entry into *f ormal operational/ thought, which results in" 

f ^ V the extension' from reality Into the world of possibility whicH begins during^the 



, , pMlpd of adolescence. However, 'when^.the precipitating mood'and consequent affects 
* ~ » ^bepotoe negatively coloured, perhaps in*p^rt, due -to misunderstanding the*"ndrmalness" 
\ Qf' such tHoughts as well as the ab$etice of '^feedback fromr sig^hif icant others, then 




pathology is likely, indicated, W^en*we can mak^ tKis Si^tincticHi and mpnitot,**such 
shifts, tfiat ^s, frpm spontaneous curiosity and excitement to obsessive thoughts 
and^feepression, w6 shall have taken*a iarge^st;^p forward in predict!Cng .suicidal ' 
a-tfcempts and r^piediating them.' Ol' course, *gj.vfen the present paucity of* such noripia-- 
tive data^and our relative inability to obtain such data before tthere Is ian attempt, 

- ! . ' ' V ' - ^ . ; , \ ... 

*we should continue bur conservative pxactices and t^ke each verbal report and behaviour 

'SR* . ' ^ . • - ' ^ 

seriously so that a. decision ^an be made as to the <^egree of pathology Involved 

. ' ^ , ' ' . ' ■ 

,n that ^particular case. , * • * , - ^ 

. ^ • • . ' - * . t . ' 

And finally, we^ would like, to emphasize the need for research "in "normative" 



suicidal fantasiqis,; but* more imporjtantly , the processes by which these "normat;ive^, 
fantasies become pathological and self-destructive* Only then can we begin to fully ^ 
understand the etiology of suicide. ^ ° ^ . . . ^ 
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